Redwood-Brown A, Bussell C, Bharaj HS. The impact of different standards of opponents on observed player performance in the English Premier League. J. Hum. Sport Exerc. Vol. 7, No. 2, pp. 341-355, 2012. The purpose of the investigation was to develop an understanding of how the performance of a soccer team is affected when playing against different standards of opponents in the English Premier League. Twenty-nine Premier League matches were analysed during the 2010-2011 season for 18 selected performance indicators. Standards of opposing teams were defined as being top, middle or bottom depending on their final league position. The participating team was categorised in the 'middle' category and eighteen players from the squad were selected to take part in the study. Comparisons (mean±SD) were made between the team's performances on selected performance indicators against teams ranked as top, middle and bottom. A one-way ANOVA analysed the team's performance behaviour along with: five positional units (centre-back, full-back, centre midfield, wide midfield, centre forward); and individual player performance behaviour. At team level, successful passes (p=0.047) were significantly higher against middle (84.2%) compared with top (83.8%) and bottom standard teams (83.3%). Interceptions (p=0.016) were also significantly higher against middle (11.2±8.3) when compared with playing against top standard teams (8.4+5.2). The findings suggested the team generally performed better against middle than top or bottom standard opponents. Possession/passing was highlighted as a key factor influencing the performance at team level, although no account for game state was considered. The findings suggest that differences in individual player performance are not always evident at team or unit level which previous research has failed to address. The current study has shown that player, unit and team performance changes as a function of opposition standard but must be considered in the future in relation to game state.
INTRODUCTION
In recent years the identification of performance indicators has been one of the main points of focus for sports performance research in order to provide objective performance evaluations, comparisons and predictions ( ). An important issue for sports science researchers and practitioners is whether profiles proposed from such research, are representative of typical performance due to the number of confounding variables that have been found to effect performance (Taylor et al., 2010) . In soccer, it has been suggested that the key component of successful performance is the ability to score goals (Lago, 2005 ; Hughes and Franks, 2005; Lago, 2007 Lago, , 2009 ). For example, Tenga and Larsen (2003) and Hughes and Franks (2005) found teams that won major honours (e.g. World Cup) used more 'possession' style play than 'direct' play; supporting the notion that 'possession' play is more effective at creating goal scoring opportunities than direct play. Hughes and Franks (2005) also found that successful teams performed a higher number of longer sequences (five to eight passes) prior to scoring a goal and a higher frequency of shots compared to unsuccessful teams. However, the score line does not necessarily give a true reflection on the team's performances; a player, unit or team may score or concede against the run of play or score due to a lapse mistake from the opposition. Players may also have unique skills which are more likely to increase the probability of scoring which are not necessarily attributed to traditional performance success. It is for this reason that a more detailed investigation at player level is needed to understand the relationship between successful match outcomes and performance indicators.
The most popular technical performance indicator that has been investigated in the soccer literature is ball possession (Bate, 1988; Jones et al., 2004; Lago, 2007) . Bate (1988) found that the higher number of possessions a team had, the greater chance of entering the attacking third of the field and creating goal scoring opportunities. Commonly, comparisons between successful and unsuccessful teams are made through the investigation of playing patterns. Hughes et al. (1988) found that successful teams tended to occupy the centre of the pitch, whereas unsuccessful teams used the wings. However, Scoulding et al. (2004) found there was very little difference in the number of passes within different areas of the pitch between successful and unsuccessful teams. Previous research has usually categorised teams as "successful" or "unsuccessful" on the basis of results in a match or their final position in a competition; where weaker teams may progress to latter stages of such tournaments due to the competition structure and paucity of matches at the expense of stronger teams (e.g. knockout stages). Therefore, teams classed as successful may not necessarily be of higher quality and vice versa (Taylor et al., 2008) . This type of study design is also limited because many teams' performances are grouped. As Taylor et al., (2008) suggested aggregate data sets potentially "mask" the factors which determine or contribute to each team's success or failure in the competition.
It maybe suggested that a good level of consistency or general signature of playing behaviour will exist in performers . If invariance can be found in the analysis of performance indicators it can aid the prediction of future performance and provide practical value for coaches. One method of investigating invariance is through performance profiles for playing positions; although some research has attempted to define the technical demands of different playing position (Dunn et al. ) finding roles differed across playing positions and these different roles were largely dependent on the teams playing style and the players available. However, it was suggested that research into performance profiles should not be confined to positional units but extended to individual players within each position. Taylor et al. (2005) expanded the work within behavioural profiles by incorporating spatial aspects of unit performance and found each unit performed different behaviours within all areas of the pitch. Subsequently, effective evaluation of performance indicators needs to examine the influence of potential confounding variables which have been suggested to affect the strategies and tactics teams adopt at both team and player level. Collectively, the studies above have highlighted the importance of performance profiling. Lago (2007) concluded that strategies are influenced by match status and match location, and that teams alter their playing style according to these variables. Taylor et al. (2008) extended this notion by comparing the effects of match location, match status, and quality of opposition, upon the technical aspects of performance of a soccer team and they suggested studying situational variables in isolation may be inappropriate as they can influence performance in a collective manner. By investigating these aspects of performance collectively the coach can identify possible explanations for a change in performance and implement strategies, such as training drills, to help improve the effects of situational variables in future performances (Lago, 2007; Taylor et al., 2008) . The complexity and the dynamics of actions during a soccer match can make the distinction between situational variables (e.g. standards of opponents) more difficult to identify due to the continuous flow of actions, unlike sports with separable concise actions and/or numerous breaks (Oberstone, 2009) . Taylor et al. (2010) found the number of passes performed by a team differed as a function of the interaction between match location and match status. However there maybe some concern that data collected over more than one season, as in the case of this study may highlight additional inconsistencies due to the high variation found in such sports. Although attempting to examine every plausible situational variable influencing performance is impractical; due to conceptual and methodological constraints, investigating individual performance more closely may help to understand the interaction between match situation and performance. Consequently, the findings discussed make it clear that there is a need to develop alternative analysis methods for assessing and modelling performance alongside confounding variables and their performance impact.
The purpose of the current study was to investigate the effects of different standards of opponents on player performance of an English Premier League team. The recorded counts of technical performance indicators during match play were used as an indicator of player behaviour and team behaviour when playing against opposing teams categorised as either top, middle or bottom level, depending on their final league position. Performance profiles were constructed and analysed for team, positional units and individual players to highlight general to specific patterns of performance behaviour in relation to the standard of opposition. VOLUME 7 | ISSUE 2 | 2012 | 343 
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An English Premier
RESULTS
Team Level
Analysis of team level performance profile against the different standards of opponent revealed a number of significant differences ( 
Performance Indicators
Total pass (n) * + Successful passes (%) * + For centre midfielders, standards of opponent had a significant effect on successful headed passes (p=0.044) with significantly more successful headed passes against bottom (p=0.036, 65.2%) than top standard teams (47.7%). Standards of opponent had a significant effect on final third entries (p=0.038) with significantly more final third entries against bottom (p=0.032, 7.8±4.2) than top standard teams (4.7±3.2). For centre forwards, standards of opponent had a significant effect on clearances (p=0.034) with significantly less clearances against bottom (p=0.030, 0.0+0.2) than top standard teams (0.4±0.8).
Standards of opponent also had a significant effect on successful passes (p=0.049) with significantly more successful passes against middle (p=0.053, 93.8%) than top standard teams (91.7%). However, no differences were observed for total passes (p=0.918). There were also no significant differences found for wide midfield players.
Table 2. Behavioural profile per positional units (average frequency/percentage per player), facing different standards of opponent (meantsd).
Performance Indicators Tackles 
Player Level
In order to report differences between players, individual players were categorised by their playing position and a unique playing number. For example the four fullbacks were reported as FB1, FB2, FB3 and FB4 in the results. The analysis of performance profiles at player level revealed a number of significant results (see Tables 3-7 
Table 4. Behavioural profile per full-back (FB) player (average frequency/percentage per player), facing different standards of opponent (meantsd).
Performance Indicators Tackles (Lago, 2009 ). The current study aimed to develop an understanding of individual players' match performances in relation to different standards of opponents in the English Premier League. This discussion attempts to explain how analysis of observed players' performance can help identify the differences and patterns at both team and individual level, and how invariance found in player performance may be used to aid the development of both training strategies and game tactics in relation to different standards of opposition.
The current study found at team level, as well as for centre-backs, the total number of passes and percentage of successful passes was significantly higher against middle compared with top standard opponents. If teams are similarly ranked in ability (e.g. both middle ranked teams), one team is less likely to dictate or control possession/passing resulting in a higher number of passes and an equal level of play in these matches compared to playing a top standard team. Higher skilled teams have been found to successfully pass the ball and retain possession more so than lower skilled teams and generally have the The current study found that centre-backs, full-backs, and players FB2, CM2 had significantly higher possession gains against middle compared with top standard opponents. Mostly, wherever possession gains were significant the same pattern of significance was found for possession loss; highlighting possible areas within the team which have interrelated strengths and weaknesses. As expected, the study found that possession gained decreased against top standard opponents. This is not surprising given the volume of research which suggests successful teams typically have longer possession than unsuccessful teams (Grant et al., 1999; Jones, 2004 At team level, and observed for centre-backs, full-backs, and players CB2, FB3, CM2 and CM3, interceptions were significantly higher against middle compared with top standard opponents; and for full backs significantly higher against bottom compared with top standard opponents. A higher number of interceptions would be expected when playing teams of an equal standard compared to those considered higher in ability, however it would also be expected that an increase in interceptions would also be highlighted when playing bottom standard opponents, although no significant differences were found. Luhtanen (2001) found that the best ranked teams in Euro 1996 and 2000 executed a higher number of interceptions and were generally better in defence compared to unsuccessful teams. However it is more likely that as opposition standard gets higher there will be an increase in the need to intercept the ball and therefore, the significant increases seen compared to middle and bottom standard teams could be a function of the opposition having more possession increasing the need to intercept. It is clear for the analysed team that interceptions may be an important behaviour that differentiates their performance against different standards of opponents. However, the research into interceptions and their impact on performance is limited. The significance of interceptions may however, be related to the theory of perturbations. Hughes and Reed (2005) defined a perturbation as "an incident that changes the rhythmic flow of attacking and defending leading to a shooting opportunity or critical incident". Events such as interceptions may cause changes or shifts in momentum, positively or negatively, which are categorised as critical incident or 'turning points'.
In the current study, significant performance indicators, which are considered specific to certain playing positions (e.g. tackles and centre-back), showed invariance in the player behaviour. For example, for CB4 there were significantly higher tackles against bottom (4.7±1.6) compared to playing against top standard teams (2.6+2.0). A higher number of tackles against bottom standard teams shows variability in player CB4's tackling behaviour, as tackles have been considered essential to a centre-backs role (Taylor et al., 2004) and this maybe an important observation for the coach or manager to consider. This variability may be due to factors such as team strategy, pre-match preparation, opposition strategies, and psychological variables related to individual players. Therefore, the coach can use these results and implement player specific training strategies (e.g. tackling drills) to address the invariance caused by the influences of confounding variables and in turn, improve the player's future performance against top teams. Taylor et al.
suggested a level of consistency of playing behaviour will exist in performers and if invariance can be found in performance indicators it can provide a practical value for coaches. Therefore player level analysis is important as these individual player differences were not always revealed in the team level analysis.
To a coach, analysis of performance profiles can be a powerful tool when implementing both training and match strategies. Understanding how individual player's performance in different situations may influence match tactics and ultimately help in team selection. In the current study, for example CM2 conducted more interceptions against middle compared with top standard teams; however, CM3 conducted less interceptions against middle compared with top standard teams. Therefore a coach is more likely to select CM3 when facing top teams and CM2 when facing middle standard teams. Significant performance indicators, which are associated with general play rather than specific positions (e.g. possession gained and centre forward), also showed large differences in player performances between the standards of opponents. defended more when playing higher skilled opponents (because top teams have the skill level to retain possession and create more attacks) compared to lower skilled opposition.
Although the current study opens new avenues to studying player behaviour there are still a number of variables that need addressing to fully utilise the methods proposed. Confounding variables such as match location, match status (evolving score) and match outcome (win, draw and loss) were not analysed alongside standards of opponents as in previous studies (e.g. Taylor et al., 2008). Opposing teams were also grouped according to their final league position and not the league position they were in at the time the data was collected.
The study attempted to highlight the effects of different standards of opponent on observed players' performances and provide explanations for the differences. The findings suggest the differences in performance within player level are not always evident at unit and team level. Individual player's performances are affected by different confounding variables (especially when players operate in different positions) and these affects are not always noticeable in grouped data sets (Taylor et al., 2010). Interestingly, soccer clubs rarely develop position-specific training practices (Williams et al., 2003); due to the limited training time between competitive matches and resources available. The coach can implement training programs at player level that address the variation highlighted by the analysis process. For example implementing tactical strategies which can cause disruptions in play by considering potential weaknesses in opposition and developing high impact strategies that can create 'turning points' during a match. At team level, the main strategic focus may be to increase possession/passing (Lago, 2007) . However, addressing individual player weaknesses in relation to possession/passing behaviour may be more beneficial in order to enhance the teams overall performance, especially in areas which have been highlighted as the key to success.
This study found significant interaction between standards of opponent on team, positional units and individual players. Explanations of these findings have been drawn from performance analysis literature, but assumptions have been made in the absence of other confounding variables. Future research should focus on player performance against different standards of opponent; however, there are strong grounds for including possession/passing behaviours at team and positional unit level. This research should incorporate both qualitative and quantitative approaches that ascertain a player's psycho-behavioural performance as well as their, physical, technical and tactical performance. The primary focus of this research was to highlight the need for individual player analysis taking into account the situational variable of opposition standard. Results from this analysis may help coaches and managers to develop player specific coaching and training protocols which go some way to address the complex interactions and influences that multiple variables have on performance behaviours.
